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Abstract
This study presents findings from an Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health
Consultation (IECMHC) initiative in Arizona called Smart Support. The IECMHC used an early
childhood mental health consultation model as an early childhood education intervention to
address the needs of preschoolers with challenging behaviors. Disparities in teacher-child
relationships and discipline are some of the most persistent racial disparities impacting young
Black children. The goal of IECMHC is to facilitate teachers’ skills to respond to challenging
child behavior and shifting their internal representations of young children. This study is one of
the first to link a statewide IECMHC intervention to analyzing racial and gender teacher-child
relational and discipline disparities. Multilevel growth analyses examined whether child scores at
baseline and growth over time differed as a function of child race and gender. At baseline, Black
children, compared to white peers, and Black boys, compared to white boys, had higher teacherchild conflict scores. These scores decreased more strongly over the course of IECMHC such
that Black children’s outcomes surpassed those of white peers by the end of consultation. A trend
was also seen for the reduction of Black boys’ preschool expulsion risk, although this trend was
only marginally significant.
Keywords: Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation, preschool, race,
gender, discipline disparities, teacher-child relationships
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The Role of Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation in Reducing Racial and Gender
Relational and Discipline Disparities Between Black and white Preschoolers
More than two decades of research have established a compelling link between children’s
social and emotional development and their readiness to succeed in school (e.g., Mashburn et al.,
2008). Unfortunately, when young children experience mental health problems and/or
challenging behaviors, they are likely to miss out on important learning opportunities. Many
children are expelled from early care and education settings as a result of their perceived
behavior problems (Gilliam, 2005; Perry et al., 2008). The first national data on rates of
expulsion from preschool underscored the widespread nature of this trend: on average, young
children were being expelled from state-funded preschool programs at three times the rate of
their peers in K-12 settings (Gilliam, 2005). These expulsions disproportionately impacted
Latinx1 and African American1 boys who were being expelled at higher rates than their white1
and Asian peers (Gilliam, 2005). Racial disparities in preschool discipline continue today; for

1

We use “Black” and “African American” interchangeably. We use “Latinx” as a
gender-neutral racial identity label. However, the studies cited used various terminologies
such as “Latino/a,” “Hispanic,” etc. Much like critical race and critical white studies
scholars, we do not capitalize "white" but capitalize Black, Indigenous, and People of
Color to challenge white supremacy by reducing the power of whiteness, de-centering it
and elevating BIPOC perspectives. We use “gender” rather than “sex” as an inclusive
term that acknowledges that gender is socially and contextually constructed and is a
multi-dimensional facet of identity.
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instance, Black boys are over three times likely to be suspended than white preschoolers (U.S.
Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2016).
Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation (IECMHC) has gained
prominence as an effective, efficient, and evidence-based strategy for promoting children’s
social and emotional competence and mental health, addressing challenging child behavior, and
enhancing the quality of care in early childhood settings (e.g., Brennan et al., 2008; Hepburn et
al., 2013). However, very little is known regarding IECMHC’s effectiveness in closing racialized
gaps – particularly for young African American boys for whom the disparities in early educators’
disciplinary approaches harken to the current national narrative evoking the powerful and painful
image of the “preschool-to-prison-pipeline.” The present study examines whether racialized
teacher-child relational and discipline gaps in child outcomes are diminished as a result of
participating in Arizona’s statewide IECMHC program for 12 months.
What is Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation (IECMHC)?
IECMHC is an intervention that teams mental health professionals with early childhood
education (ECE) professionals to improve the social, emotional, and behavioral health of
children in early education programs. Through the development of partnerships among ECE
directors, teachers, and parents, IECMHC builds collective and individual capacity to understand
the powerful influence of educators’ relationships and interactions on young children’s
development. Children’s well-being is improved, and mental health problems are prevented
because of the consultants’ work with teachers, directors, and parents through skilled
observations, individualized strategies, and early identification of children with challenging
behaviors that place them at a higher risk for expulsion and suspensions (Center of Excellence
for IECMHC, 2020). IECMHC involves the collaborative relationship between a professional
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consultant who has mental health expertise and an early education professional. By its very
definition, IECMHC is a non-therapeutic service provided to the child care teacher/provider –
not a therapeutic service delivered directly to the child or family (Brennan et al., 2008).
Consultation can focus on the emotional and behavioral struggles of an individual child
(child-focused consultation), the conditions and functioning of a classroom as they affect all the
children in that environment (classroom-focused consultation), and/or work on a program’s
leadership to improve the overall quality of the early childhood program (program-focused
consultation) (Center of Excellence for IECMHC, 2020). The body of evidence to date suggests
that IECMHC has a positive impact on a number of child, staff, and program outcomes (e.g.,
Brennen et al., 2008; Center of Excellence for IECMHC, 2020; Hepburn et al., 2013). To date,
the strongest domains of outcomes in IEMCHC are 1) children’s social and emotional well-being
and 2) teachers’ social-emotional support for young children (Center of Excellence for
IECMHC, 2020). First, many evaluations of statewide IECMHC programs have found increases
in children’s emotional competency (e.g., self-regulation, social skills, adaptive behaviors) and a
reduction in children’s challenging behaviors (e.g., hyperactivity, defiance, aggression) (Brennan
et al., 2008; Conners-Burrow et al., 2012; Crusto et al., 2013; Gilliam et al., 2016; Hepburn et
al., 2013; Perry et al., 2008; Shivers, 2016; Van Egeren et al., 2011; Williford et al., 2008). A
handful of studies also demonstrate that after exposure to IECMHC, children are less likely to be
expelled (Brennan et al., 2008; Davis & Perry, 2016; Gilliam et al., 2016; Perry et al., 2011; Van
Egeren, 2011). The second major domain of IECMHC findings with teachers includes increased
outcomes such as self-efficacy in managing challenging behavior, increased sensitivity and
responsiveness to children, and increased knowledge about children’s social and emotional
development (Beardslee et al., 2010; Crusto et al., 2013; Davis & Perry, 2015; Shamblin et al.,
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2016; Shivers et al., 2019). Additionally, a teacher’s observed classroom emotional climate has
been shown to increase after receiving IEMCHC (Beardslee et al., 2010; Hepburn et al., 2013;
Raver et al., 2008; Shivers, 2016).
The federal government and national policy leaders have issued several policy briefs
highlighting IECMHC as an effective strategy for reducing child expulsion in general and
expulsion for boys of color specifically (e.g., Children’s Equity Project, 2020; U.S. Department
of Education, 2014). The emerging evidence for the effectiveness of IECMHC in promoting
positive social and emotional outcomes and reducing the risk of negative outcomes for young
children has been the impetus for many states to invest in IECMHC programs and systems.
Teacher-Child Relationships: Race and Gender
Teacher–child relationships are interpersonal connections established over time between
teachers and the children in their classrooms (Lippard et al., 2018). Teacher-child relationships
are associated with children’s social, physical, emotional, behavioral, and academic development
(Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Iruka et al., 2010; Lippard et al., 2018). Research indicates that the race
of children can influence the quality of teacher-child relationships (Howes & Shivers, 2006;
Murray & Murray, 2004; Saft & Pianta, 2001). For instance, Saft and Pianta (2001) found that
preschool and kindergarten children’s race (and gender) accounted for 27% of the variance in
conflict with teachers. Additionally, some studies indicate that children of color have more
negative relationships with teachers than white children (e.g., Hughes et al., 2005), yet children
of color may disproportionately benefit from high quality relationships with their teachers.
Indeed, in one study, positive teacher-child relationships in 2nd and 3rd grade were more strongly
associated with reduced aggression in Black and Latinx children compared to white children
(Meehan et al., 2003). In another study, researchers found that the association between teacher
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closeness and school liking was stronger for Black children than for white or Latinx children
(Murray et al., 2008). Overall, findings indicate that teacher-child relationships are particularly
important for Black children’s well-being (Iruka et al., 2010).
Explanations for why some children of color have more negative relationships with
teachers compared to some white children (e.g., Hughes et al., 2005) include lack of teacherchild ethnic match and teachers’ racial biases. The majority white teaching workforce working
with an increasingly large proportion of children of color may have a negative impact on
children of color (Downer et al., 2016). Although nearly 40% of early childhood educators are of
color (mainly Black and Latinx women), about 60% of teachers remain white (Whitebook et al.,
2018). Teacher-child ethnic match is theorized to have explicit benefits for children, especially
for children of color (Shivers et al., 2007). Teachers who are ineffective in working with children
who are dissimilar to themselves may perceive children as troublesome rather than as needing
support (Shivers et al., 2007). Part of this ineffectiveness may involve implicit racial biases. A
recent study demonstrated that predominantly white early childhood professionals’ implicit racial
biases may play a role in racial discipline disparities (Gilliam et al., 2016). These racial biases,
including anti-Blackness, are presumed to impact teacher-child relationships.
Gender also seems to impact teacher-child relationships. Studies have found that boys are
more likely to experience conflict with teachers and are less close to their teachers compared to
girls (Graves & Howes, 2001; Hamre & Pianta, 2001). In another study, preschool teachers rated
boys higher in behavioral problems and lower in social competence than girls (Graves & Howes,
2001). Gender likely interacts with race in shaping teachers’ perceptions of children. Some
studies have shown that predominantly white participants associated guns more quickly with
Black boys than white boys (Todd et al., 2016). In another study, pre-service teaches perceived
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Black boys’ misbehaviors as more hostile than those of white boys (Halberstadt et al., 2018).
Although these studies did not examine gender differences, they strengthened evidence showing
that racially biased perceptions of Black boys associate them with a threat that ironically and
tragically threatens the well-being and lives of Black boys. In sum, both gender and race appear
to play an important role in teacher-child relationships; therefore, simultaneously considering
their impact on children’s development is accounted for in this study.
Racial and Gender Disparities in Discipline
Black children are three times more likely to be suspended and expelled from K-12
settings than white1 children (U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil Rights, 2014, 2016).
Although boys of color represent the numerical majority of children suspended, girls of color are
suspended at disproportionately higher rates compared to white girls (2014). Thus, it is important
to consider an intersectional perspective that takes both race and gender into account when
examining discipline disparities (Crenshaw et al., 2015). Intersectionality recognizes that
discrimination uniquely impacts people along multiple axes of their identities, including gender,
race, sexuality, and class (Collins & Bilge, 2016). Black and Women of Color feminist scholars
laid the foundation for the theoretical development of intersectionality in the 1960s and 1970s by
asserting that both women’s rights and civil rights discourses elided the oppression of Black
women (Collins & Bilge, 2016; Crenshaw, 1991). Intersectionality recognizes that people’s
identities and oppressions cannot be understood in additive ways (Cole, 2009); in other words, a
person cannot simply have a gender and no race or vice versa. In applying the lens of
intersectionality to the well-being of Black boys in early childhood contexts, we recognize that
both being Black and being a boy inextricably shape how Black boys are perceived and treated
by teachers.
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Racial and gender discipline disparities also manifest in early childhood settings
(Children’s Equity Project, 2020; Gilliam, 2005; Gilliam & Shahar, 2006). The first national
study examining preschool expulsions in roughly 4,000 classrooms in the U.S. revealed that
young children were being expelled from state-funded preschool programs at three times the rate
of their peers in K-12 settings (Gilliam, 2005). Black children were twice as likely to be expelled
as Latinx and white children, and five times as likely as Asian children (Gilliam, 2005). Boys
were expelled at five times the rate of girls (Gilliam, 2005). Another study conducted across 185
preschool classrooms in Massachusetts found that the rate of preschool expulsions was more
than 34 times the state’s K-12 expulsion rate and 13 times the national K-12 expulsion rate
(Gilliam & Shahar, 2006). The study also showed that suspensions were higher in classrooms
with a higher proportion of Latinx children (Gilliam & Shahar, 2006). Data analyzed from the
2013-14 school year showed that Black preschoolers, especially Black boys, were 3.6 times more
likely to be suspended than white preschoolers (U.S. Department of Education Office for Civil
Rights, 2016).
Race and Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation
Though increasing numbers of IECMHC models around the country have been evaluated,
with each demonstrating positive associations to children’s outcomes (Hepburn et al., 2013;
Perry et al., 2010; Shivers, 2016), according to a recent systematic review (Albritton et al., 2018)
only three out of 13 studies addressed discipline issues in preschool. Thus, there is a significant
need to understand how mental health consultation can address disproportionate discipline
practices affecting children of color (Albritton et al., 2018). Very little research has followed up
on the national preschool expulsion findings to determine whether IECMHC is particularly
effective for young Black, Indigenous, and Latinx preschoolers and whether the benefits of
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IECMHC extend to other outcomes for preschoolers of color. This paper is one of the first to link
a statewide IECMHC intervention to an analysis of racial and gender disparities (also see Davis
et al., 2018) to explore IECMHC pathways and mechanisms for reducing racial and gender
disparities in teacher-child relational and discipline practices.
The Present Study
Research Questions and Hypotheses
1. Were there baseline group differences (Black vs. white children; Black vs. white boys; Black
vs. white girls) in teacher-child relationship and discipline outcomes?
2. In response to receiving IECMHC for 12 months, were there differences in growth trajectories
of children’s discipline and teacher-child relationship outcomes based on race and gender?
Based on our reading of the literature on discipline disparities and our deep theoretical
and programmatic knowledge of IECMHC across the country, we hypothesized that baseline
outcomes would be worse for boys (as compared to girls) and for Black children (as compared to
white children). We also hypothesized that teachers’ ratings for Black children over time would
be enhanced at a steeper rate than teachers’ ratings for white children.
Method
Infant and Early Childhood Mental Health Consultation in Arizona
The data presented were gathered as part of a longitudinal program evaluation for an
Arizona statewide system of IECMHC known as Smart Support. A large-scale evaluation of
Smart Support was conducted from 2010-2014 (Shivers, 2016). The evaluation found that the
program was a success, as measured by high participation rates, increases on all key evaluation
outcomes, and overwhelmingly positive feedback from teachers and directors. Smart Support
IECMHC was provided free of charge upon request from ECE programs. The primary goals of

IECMHC ADDRESSING DISPARITIES FOR BLACK CHILDREN

11

Smart Support are to support the social and emotional development of all children in ECE
settings and to increase the capacity of early care providers to address the mental health needs
and challenging behaviors that place particular children at risk for negative outcomes. Consistent
with most IECMHC models around the country and with what is commonly referred to now as
the ‘Georgetown Model’ (Center for Excellence for IECMHC, 2020; Hunter et al., 2016), Smart
Support consultation could take three levels: Child-Focused Consultation: when a specific
child’s behavior is of concern to parents or teachers, the consultant helps these adults understand,
assess, and address the child’s needs by developing an individualized plan with the parents and
teachers. Classroom-Focused Consultation: the consultant also works with teachers to improve
the care offered to all children in their classroom by helping to identify attitudes, beliefs,
practices, and conditions that may be undermining quality relationships between teachers and
children. Program-Focused Consultation: directors and other program leaders are supported by
the consultant to make changes in their child care practices and/or policies to the benefit of all of
the children and adults in their setting.
Mental health consultants (MHCs) conducted intake visits with teachers and directors to
establish tailored goals and plans for consultation. In the Smart Support model, consultants
typically visited an early care and education program once a week, and visits were often a
combination of programmatic, classroom, and/or child-centered consultation depending on the
agreed-upon priorities with directors and teachers. On average, Smart Support MHCs visited
with an ECE program for 2.08 hours/week and spent an average of 1.41 hours/week with
individual teachers and a little under one hour (.88)/week with program administrators. MHCs’
work was tailored to each center, but typically included classroom observations, individual
meetings with teachers, staff trainings, meetings with families, and consultations with directors.

IECMHC ADDRESSING DISPARITIES FOR BLACK CHILDREN

12

Within the current sample, 74 consultants (92% female; 72% white, 17% Latinx, 8% Black, 3%
Asian) worked with teachers. All consultants had graduate degrees in mental health and related
fields. Ninety-five percent (95%) had a master’s degree, and 5% had a doctoral degree. In terms
of advanced degree specialty, 80% of mental health consultants had an advanced degree in a
field related to mental health (e.g., social work, counseling), and 20% had an advanced degree in
a field related to education. Consultants’ prior years of experience with IECMHC ranged from 0
to 30 years (M = 5.94, SD = 6.89) and consultant age ranged from 25 to 65 years (M = 40.6, SD =
10.6).
Participants
Data were collected between 2010 to 2014 and represent a subsample of white and Black
preschool children and their teachers. Participants included 469 teachers (99% female; 61%
white, 26% Latinx, 8% Black, 3% Native American, 2% Asian) and 552 children (Mage = 43.9
months, SD = 10.5; 74% boys; 80% white, 20% Black). The data were nested, such that teachers
reported on one (85%), two (14%), three (< 1%), or four (< 1%) focus children. Teachers’ years
of experience ranged from 0 to 40 (M = 10.3, SD = 8.23) and their education varied [some high
school (1%), high school diploma/GED (53%), child development associate credential (7%),
associate’s degree (14%), bachelor’s degree (18%), and advanced degree (7%)]. Teacher age
ranged from 19 to 73 years (M = 36.2, SD = 12.6). Teachers worked in licensed child care
centers, approximately half of which served low-income communities or a combination of lowand middle-income communities (55.9%).
Data Collection Procedures
During the first couple of meetings with an MHC, teachers met with their administrators
and the MHC to decide which level(s) of IECMHC would be delivered. Focus children were
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selected after a discussion about challenges in the classroom. Family consent was gathered
separately for program participation and evaluation purposes. Teachers provided data at baseline
and at 6 and 12 months after consultation onset. Baseline data were collected within two weeks
of an MHC’s first visit to a teacher’s classroom. Six months and then again 12 months later,
teachers completed the same set of questionnaires about the focus children.
Measures
Background Information
Teachers completed demographic questionnaires about themselves and the focus
children, including age, race/ethnicity, and gender.
Teacher-Child Relationship
Teacher-child conflict and closeness were measured using the Student-Teacher
Relationship Scale-Short Form (STRS-SF; Pianta, 2001). Teachers reported the extent to which
15 statements applied to their relationship with the focus child(ren) on a five-point Likert scale
(1 = definitely does not apply; 5 = definitely applies). The scale had two subscales. The
closeness subscale measured the degree to which a teacher experiences affection, warmth, and
open communication with a particular child (e.g., “It is easy to tune in to what the child is
feeling;” α = .77 to .80). The conflict subscale measured the degree to which a teacher perceives
their relationship with a particular child as negative or conflictual (e.g., “Dealing with this child
drains my energy;” α = .83 to .83). The scale has been used in early childhood samples and has
been consistently demonstrated to be psychometrically reliable and valid in early childhood and
K-12 samples (e.g., Hamre & Pianta, 2001; Mashburn et al., 2008; Pianta, 2001).
Focus Child Expulsion Risk
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The Preschool Expulsion Risk Measure (PERM) (Gilliam, 2010) was used to assess
teachers’ perceptions of the likelihood that the focus child would be expelled from their current
program. Teachers rated the extent to which they agreed or disagreed with a series of 12
statements (e.g., “This child’s behaviors interfere with other children’s ability to learn”) on a
five-point Likert scale (1 = strongly disagree; 5 = strongly agree; α = .91 to .93). Higher scores
indicated greater classroom disruptions, hopelessness, greater fear of accountability, and more
stress—factors that lead to a greater likelihood that the teacher will expel a child (Gilliam et al.,
2016). The PERM has been widely used in different states’ IECMHC evaluations (Hepburn et
al., 2013). Preliminary validation findings indicate that the PERM can predict with >80%
accuracy the likelihood of expelling a child and referring a child for IECMHC services. Scores
on the PERM are also associated with teacher depression and are sensitive to mental health
consultation intervention (Hepburn et al., 2013).
Results
Missing Data
Although every effort was made to retain as many teacher-child dyads as possible, due to
the nature of the preschool context and the population studied, by the 12-month data collection,
the majority of children had transitioned away from their original classroom or center. Of the 552
children with baseline data, 5% were retained for the entire study, 55% dropped out by 6 months,
and 95% dropped out by 12 months. Attrition analyses were conducted to examine systematic
differences in variables related to dropout (e.g., child race, child gender, teacher gender, teacher
race). We conducted one-way ANOVAs with independent t-test follow-up to examine pairwise
comparisons and chi-square tests of association of any differences related to whether a child was
retained throughout the study, dropped out before 6 months, or dropped out before 12 months of
mental health consultation. The only significant systematic difference related to attrition was that
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children who dropped out had teachers who were significantly younger than teachers of children
who were retained for the whole study (F = 4.18, p = .02). Although there is no systematic test
for the assumption, because data were related to a complete variable in the dataset, data were
considered missing at random (MAR; Enders, 2013; Rubin, 1976), and teacher age was included
as an auxiliary variable in missing data handling. Due to the large amount of missingness and the
nested structure of the data (i.e., repeated observations nested within child and children nested
within teacher), multiple imputation was used to handle missing data. Twenty data sets were
imputed in Blimp Studio 1.0.8 using model-based imputation (Enders et al., 2020) for each set of
analyses, and growth models were subsequently conducted on the pooled data using the MI
module in Mplus 8.1. The data were imputed in the “long” format, with observations at each
time-point stacked on top of each other in a model identical to the analysis model (repeated
measures nested within children and children nested within classrooms). Thus, although 95% of
data were missing at time three, for the imputation model, any given outcome variable was only
missing approximately 50% of data, and time 3 imputations were heavily leveraging the strong
linear trajectory from the time 1 and time 2 observations. Although the complete estimation of
the model in the present study required the use of three time-points, as a check, we conducted an
analogous analysis using only time 1 and 2 data by constraining the within-person residual
variance to .1001 and therefore allowing the estimation of a comparable model but with only
approximately 20% of data missing per outcome. This analysis yielded identical patterns of
result significance to the three time-point analysis, further supporting the validity of the findings
presented in this study. All analyses reported represent the complete, pooled data.
Preliminary Analyses
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Data analyses were conducted in Mplus 8.1 and SPSS 26. Means, standard deviations,
and zero order correlations are presented in Table 1; these values are pooled values across all 20
imputed data sets. All descriptive statistics and skew and kurtosis were within normal bounds
(Chou & Bentler, 1995; Curran et al., 1996).
Multilevel Growth Models
To answer the primary research questions, a series of multilevel growth models were
conducted with repeated observations (level 1), nested within child (level 2), and children nested
within teacher (level 3). ICCs ranged from .10 to .41, depending on the outcome and level of
nesting. The effects of children’s group intersectional identities (race and gender/race) were
entered as binary level 2 predictors of the effect of time on child outcomes. Variables were
dummy coded for race [Black child (1) vs. white child (0)] and gender within race [Black
boy/Black girl (1) vs. white boy/white girl (0)]. Mean differences between groups at baseline
were indicated by a significant effect of the dummy coded grouping variable on the outcome of
interest. Differences in growth trajectories as a function of group membership were indicated by
a significant effect of the dummy coded grouping variable on the slope of the outcome of interest
indicating a change in outcome over the three time-points.
The findings from all growth models are presented in Table 2. The models examining the
effects of race showed that, at baseline, teachers reported higher conflict with Black children (M
= 3.16) compared to white children (M = 2.96; β = 0.20, p = .04). Slopes also differed between
groups for teacher-child conflict such that conflict decreased more rapidly over the course of
IECMHC for Black children (β = - 0.64, p < .001) than for white children (β = - 0.24, p < .001);
see Figure 1. Thus, although teachers rated higher levels of conflictual relationships with Black
children before IECMHC, at the 6-month data collection, there were no significant differences in
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teachers’ reports of conflict with Black and white children, and, by the end of consultation (12month), teachers’ reported significantly lower levels of conflict with Black children (M = 1.88)
than with white children (M = 2.48; β = - 0.59, p = .01).
The models examining the effects of race just for boys found similar patterns as for Black
children in general. At baseline, teachers reported higher conflict with Black boys (M = 3.21)
compared to white boys (M = 2.96; β = 0.25, p = .03). Slopes also differed for teacher-child
conflict (β = - 0.36, p = .01) such that, over the course of IECMHC, for Black boys, conflict
decreased (β = - 0.56, p < .001) more rapidly than for white boys (β = - 0.21, p < .001); see
Figure 2. Thus, although teachers rated higher levels of conflict with Black boys compared to
white boys before IECMHC, at 6 and 12 months there were no significant differences in
teachers’ reports of conflict with Black and white boys. Slopes for teacher-child closeness
differed between groups (β = 0.24, p = .04) such that closeness increased more rapidly over the
course of IECMHC for Black boys (β = 0.54, p < .001) than for white boys (β = 0.30, p < .001);
see Figure 3. Although there were no differences in teacher-child closeness between Black boys
and white boys at baseline, by 12 months, teachers reported marginally higher closeness with
Black boys (M = 4.80) than with white boys (M = 4.45). Finally, the slopes for expulsion risk
marginally differed between groups (β = -0.32, p = .06); see Figure 4. Expulsion risk decreased
more strongly over the course of IECMHC for Black boys (β = - 0.64, p < .001) than for white
boys (β = - 0.32, p < .001) such that, although there were no mean differences in expulsion risk
between Black boys and white boys at baseline, by 12 months, Black boys’ expulsion risk was
marginally lower (M = 1.88) than white boys’ expulsion risk (M = 2.44). The models examining
the effects of race just for girls indicated that for Black girls compared to white girls, there were
no significant differences in outcomes at baseline or in slopes for change in outcomes over time.
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Discussion
Summary of Findings
The present study examined how the effects of IECMHC on children’s outcomes might
vary as a function of race and gender of the child who is the focus of consultation. Results of
multilevel growth models indicated that IECMHC may have a stronger positive impact on some
outcomes for teachers when Black children, and in particular Black boys, are the focus of
consultation as compared to white children. One major finding is that IECMHC had a differential
impact on reduction of teacher-child conflict for Black children when compared to white
children. Specifically, before IECMHC, teachers reported higher levels of conflict for Black
children who were the focus of consultation than they did for white children who were the focus
of consultation. However, over the course of IECMHC, teachers’ perceptions of conflict
decreased more strongly for Black children such that after 6 months of IECMHC, there were no
differences in reported conflict between teachers of Black children compared to teachers of white
children. After 12 months of ECMHC, teachers reported lower levels of conflict with Black
children than they did with white children. In other words, the racialized conflict gap was closed.
Another main finding is that IECMHC had a differential impact on the reduction of
teacher-child conflict for Black boys compared to white boys, but did not seem to have a
differential impact between Black girls and white girls. Identical patterns of results were found
for Black boys as they were for Black children in general. Specifically, before IECMHC,
teachers reported higher levels of conflict with Black boys as compared to white boys, and
IECMHC had stronger effects for teachers with Black focus children such that gaps in teacherchild conflict between Black boys and white boys were closed after 6 months of IECMHC.
These patterns were not observed for Black girls. There were no differences at baseline between
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teacher-reported conflict for Black girls compared to white girls, and over the course of
IECMHC, conflict decreased at the same rate for both Black and white girls.
Recently, there has been increased attention paid to the role that implicit racial bias plays
in educational and discipline disparities (e.g., Kirwan, 2014, 2017; Kunesh & Noltemeyer, 2019)
and in the evaluation of children of color, including children in ECE settings (Children’s Equity
Project, 2020). Scholars are increasingly calling for the examination of the role of implicit bias in
discipline disparities in ECE settings (Meek & Gilliam, 2016; Neitzel, 2018). Disciplinary
decisions, such as expulsions and suspensions, are adult decisions, not child behaviors (Meek &
Gilliam, 2016), meaning that policy and program-level interventions could potentially seriously
reduce incidence rates. A recent study by Gilliam and colleagues (2016) demonstrated that
implicit racial bias might play a role in early childhood discipline disparities because teachers
more closely scrutinize the behaviors of Black children than white children.
The implicit association between race and perceived threat of aggression has been shown
with Black children as young as 5 years-of-age (Thiem et al., 2019; Todd et al., 2016). A major
predictor of a teacher’s plans to expel a preschooler is the degree to which that teacher feels the
child may pose a danger to other children (Gilliam et al., 2016). Therefore, the degree to which
Black children are perceived as more culpable or older or threatening may have significant
implications for race disparities in expulsion and suspension rates (Gilliam et al., 2016). The
current findings about closing the teacher-child conflict gap for Black children and Black boys in
particular certainly matches the research on implicit bias in education and matches much of the
current national narrative around Black Lives Matter and the criminalization of Black bodies.
The findings in no way suggest that the point of intervention for consultation should be
Black boys. Rather, the likely culprits for high perceptions of discipline issues with Black boys
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are white teachers’ racial biases which reflect a society where anti-Black racism and the hypercriminalization of Black men is pervasive. Teachers are not immune to these racialized realities
which likely explain why even prior to consultation they perceived Black boys as having higher
conflict with teachers compared to white children. Consultation may assist teachers in selfawareness about preconceived notions and biases, and in self-reflection of their perceptions of
individual children; thus, IECMHC has the potential to interrupt racial biases from impacting
teacher-child relationships. Overall, our results suggest that the point of intervention should be
teachers with racial biases, rather than Black boys. Although we hope that one day we will live
in a world where such interventions are no longer needed, until that day, it is critical to prioritize
early childhood programs such as IECMHC, and anti-bias and anti-racist curricula that have the
potential to interrupt and stop the marginalization of all Black children, including Black boys.
There were also several unexpected findings in this study. First, there were no gaps at
baseline among groups for either teacher-child closeness or preschool expulsion risk. This
finding was contrary to our hypothesis. Given our reading of the literature and experiences
working closely with mental health consultants, we were surprised by this result. There is a
possibility that while not statistically significant, the group mean differences in scores for Black
children were lower at baseline but did not rise to the level of statistical significance.
Mechanisms of Racialized Teacher Change/Growth Over Time
The early childhood field is only beginning to explore hypotheses for why IECMHC is
emerging as an effective strategy for reducing disparities in suspensions, expulsions and other
discipline practices (Davis et al., 2020; Davis et al., 2018; Gilliam et al., 2016). Davis and
colleagues (2018) have theorized that IECMHC reforms adults and programs rather than children
or families, leading to teachers’ changing their interpretations of children’s behavior. MHCs also
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enhance effective communication with families and increase educators’ capacities to reflect on
biased expectations of children in general and of individual children.
The “consultative stance” (Johnston & Brinamen, 2006) is a framework used by
IECMHC programs that is helpful in exploring the mechanisms through which teacher-child
conflict gaps were closed for Black children. There are three consultative stance elements in
particular that we speculate might be especially relevant to understanding the current findings: 1)
“avoiding the position of sole expert’” 2) “understanding another’s subjective experience,” and
3) “considering all levels of influence” (Johnston & Brinamen, 2006). These elements might be
strengthened when an MHC is working with a teacher who is challenged by the behavior of a
Black boy. The consultative stance is highly compatible with the healing justice movement for
racial equity which calls for individuals to attend to the “inner-work” of social justice. These
inner qualities include self-awareness, presence in the here and now, perspective-taking,
emotional regulation, and empathy which supports compassionate action. These are all skills and
ways of being that are the cornerstone of how early childhood MHCs approach their work with
educators (Magee, 2016; Shivers, 2016). Based on our understanding of the consultative stance
(Johnson & Brinamen, 2006), reflective practice, and social justice strategies such as
ColorInsight (Magee, 2016), we posit that it requires this combination of strategies, stance, and
disposition often embodied by MHCs to ameliorate stereotypes, micro-aggressions, and biases
especially toward Black and Indigenous children and all children of color (Davis et al., 2020;
Davis et al., 2018).
Practice and Policy Implications
Over the past 30 years, much of the discussion regarding mental health consultation has
focused on K–12 settings, with greater emphasis on the implementation of behavioral
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consultation rather than mental health consultation. Much of the research reviewed represents the
recent expansion of research on the examination of IECMHC in early childhood settings
(including public pre-school, Head Start, and community-based early care and education
settings) (Albritton, 2018; Cohen & Kaufmann, 2000). Nevertheless, it is important to explore
implications for continued expansion of IECMHC into school-based settings. Across the country,
there have been efforts to transform school systems by establishing enduring mental and
behavioral health partnerships in schools and agencies, pooling and disseminating critical
resources, and strengthening the skills and capacity of the early childhood education workforce.
This work typically involves a multi-tiered framework of services implemented at schools, with
special emphasis on trauma-informed training for educators combined with trauma-specific
mental health interventions delivered on site (Albritton et al., 2016; Albritton et al., 2018;
Shamblin et al., 2016). As IECMHC continues to make its way into Pre-K-12 settings, it will be
important to test the effectiveness of various multi-tiered approaches.
Perhaps one of the most urgent and immediate implications for practice in IECMHC is
providing enhanced professional development opportunities for school-based consultants and
other school mental health professionals that include an explicit and purposeful integration of a
racial equity lens into IECMHC (Davis et al., 2020). Schools and agencies can work to transform
from the “inside-out” by taking on efforts to address racial equity issues and biases that may be
permeating the school environment (including policies related to referrals and other exclusionary
practices). First, school systems and supporting agencies must build and support a highly skilled,
diverse IECMHC workforce at all levels of staffing, which might include more diversity among
school-based licensed mental health professionals as well as increasing the diversity of other
specialists trained to deliver IECMHC services (Davis et al., 2019). Second, school counselors
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and school psychologists can collaborate in the development of disciplinary policies and
procedures that are implemented in a consistent and equitable manner (Albritton et al., 2018).
Finally, schools and supporting agencies should integrate a racial equity lens into IECMHC
program design (i.e., ensuring that children and teachers in marginalized communities have
meaningful access to IECMHC; intentional cultural and linguistic matching of consultants with
early education teachers; supporting supervisors’ capacity to discuss equity issues during
supervision; and, involving community, educator, and family perspectives during service
delivery) (Center of Excellence for IECMHC, 2020).
Implications for Embedding Equity into School Mental Health
The current findings also have several policy implications directly related to embedding
racial equity into school mental health. First, policy makers and funders can leverage the
expansion and scaling up of IECMHC programs that are unfolding across the country by
including an increase in funding for the professional development of MHCs (and their
supervisors) to integrate an explicit focus on racial equity. Second, we must continue to integrate
racial equity principles as states around the country continue to create and amend specific
policies that are aimed at preventing and reducing early education suspensions and expulsions.
For example, several states’ legislation on preschool expulsion calls for tracking and analyzing
disaggregated racial demographic data to determine whether racialized gaps are closing
(Children’s Equity Project, 2020). Another example of a promising policy direction includes
strengthened investment in supporting the early education workforce’s understanding of decentering whiteness and racial equity in early education settings – including increasing
mindfulness approaches to understanding and healing one’s own biases related to race
(Children’s Equity Project 2020). Opportunities for new policy directions and advancements in
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IECMHC will require policies and legislation at both the state and federal level to reduce and
eliminate racialized disparities in early education alongside research and evaluation that
demonstrates the effectiveness of IECMHC.
Limitations & Future Directions
One notable limitation of this study is the lack of a control group and the use of a
between-subjects design. Future research should examine these effects using a randomized
design and examine differences within teachers to better examine causality and to eliminate the
possibility of regression to the mean in the case of teacher-child conflict. Another important
limitation is that we did not collect any data related to whether and to what extent MHCs had
explicit conversations with preschool teachers about race, culture, diversity, and equity. It is
possible that the teachers with enhanced growth on outcomes for Black boys were matched with
MHCs who had more experience and confidence talking about and reflecting on issues related to
race, culture, and bias (Davis et al., 2018). Although the current study did not explicitly
investigate the prevalence or impact of conversations about race or racism between teachers and
MHCs, data suggest that to successfully address racial disparities in discipline, we must
acknowledge and work through issues of race and racism (Carter et al., 2017).
Overall, the findings demonstrate that 12 months of IECMHC closed the gap and
improved teachers’ relational perceptions of Black boys. More research is needed to explore
additional IECMHC pathways and mechanisms for reducing racial and gender disparities in
discipline practices. At the time this paper was written, only a small number of research and
evaluation agendas existed that were dedicated to focusing on the role of race in IECMHC
(Albritton et al., 2018; Davis et al., 2020; Davis et al., 2018; Gilliam et al., 2016; Shivers, 2018).
For example, examining the role of teacher-child ethnic and racial match in teachers’ shifting
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perceptions of conflict and closeness with children and the role of teacher-child ethnic/racial
match in the closing of other racialized gaps as a result of IECMHC would be important next
steps for IECMHC researchers (Gilliam et al., 2016; Shivers et al., 2007). IECMHC researchers
and evaluators should integrate a racial equity lens into any and all evaluation efforts (e.g., using
a community-based participatory approach to evaluation design; equity-informed selection of
measures; disaggregating data by race, gender, and other intersectionalities; and, interpretation of
results through an equity lens) (Center of Excellence for IECMHC, 2020). It is imperative that
we exhort and support more IECMHC researchers and evaluators in integrating a racial equity
lens into their existing and future evaluation and research designs.
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Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Bivariate Correlations among Continuous Study Variables
1
1. STRS Closeness – baseline

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

-

2. STRS Closeness – 6 mo.

.59***

3. STRS Closeness – 12 mo.

.22

.57**

-

4. STRS Conflict – baseline

-.28***

-.20***

-.08

-

5. STRS Conflict – 6 mo.

-.14*

.17*

.10

.45***

6. STRS Conflict – 12 mo.

-.08

.10

.68*** .31

7. Preschool Expulsion Risk –
baseline
8. Preschool Expulsion Risk – 6
mo.
9. Preschool Expulsion Risk –
12 mo.

-.26***

-.20***

-.09

.65***

.39***

.23+

-

-.15**

-.23***

-.13*

.41***

.44***

.23*

.62***

-

-.09

-.11+

-.05

.19*

.18*

.12

.29+

.38*

+

*

**

p < .10. p < .05. p < .01.

9

***

p < .001

-

.51*

-

-

M (SD)
3.87
(.74)
4.27
(.65)
4.33
(.57)
3.00
(.87)
2.65
(.96)
2.58
(.84)
2.98
(1.1)
2.58
(1.2)
2.46
(1.2)
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Table 2
Results of Multilevel Growth Models
STRS Closeness
SE
b

Black Children vs. white Children
Intercepta
Black Childb
Growthc
Black Child*Growthd
Level 1 Intercept Variance
Level 1 Slope Variance
Level 2 Intercept Variance
Level 2 Slope Variance
Black Boys vs. white Boys
Intercepte
Black Boyf
Growthg
Black Boy*Growthh
Level 1 Intercept Variance
Level 1 Slope Variance
Level 2 Intercept Variance
Level 2 Slope Variance
Black Girls vs. white Girls
Intercepte
Black Girli
Growthk
Black Girl*Growthl
Level 1 Intercept Variance
Level 1 Slope Variance
Level 2 Intercept Variance
Level 2 Slope Variance
a

STRS Conflict
SE
b

Preschool Expulsion Risk
SE
b

3.87***
-0.02
0.33***
0.13
0.20***
0.05
0.22***
0.09*

0.04
0.08
0.04
0.09
0.05
0.03
0.05
0.04

2.96***
0.20*
-0.24***
-0.40**
0.24*
0.08
0.19*
0.06

0.04
0.09
0.05
0.13
0.09
0.06
0.08
0.06

2.97***
0.01
-0.33***
-0.24
0.22*
0.10
0.55***
0.13

0.05
0.10
0.07
0.15
0.10
0.08
0.10
0.08

3.85***
-0.13
0.30***
0.24*
0.22***
0.05
0.21**
0.08+

0.04
0.09
0.04
0.12
0.06
0.04
0.06
0.04

2.96***
0.25*
-0.21**
-0.36*
0.25*
0.08
0.20+
0.05

0.05
0.11
0.07
0.14
0.11
0.08
0.10
0.06

3.07***
0.09
-0.32***
-0.32+
0.19+
0.08
0.52***
0.16+

0.06
0.13
0.08
0.17
0.11
0.08
0.12
0.10

3.96***
0.21
0.46***
-0.15
0.20
0.03
0.21
0.09

0.07
0.15
0.06
0.14
0.28
0.24
0.28
0.25

2.94***
0.07
-0.38**
-0.19
0.05
0.02
0.38
0.12

0.09
0.33
0.11
0.22
6.06
0.17
6.20
0.19

2.69***
-0.05
-0.38*
-0.14
0.44
0.06
0.35
0.19

0.11
0.20
0.16
0.27
0.35
0.42
0.34
0.42

Baseline outcome score for white children.
Difference between Black and white children’s baseline outcome score.
c
White children’s growth in outcome over time.
d
Difference between Black and white children’s growth over time.
e
Baseline outcome score for white boys.
f
Difference between Black and white boys’ baseline outcome score.
g
White boys’ growth.
h
Difference between Black and white boys’ growth.
b
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i

Baseline outcome score for white girls.
Difference between Black and white girls’ baseline outcome score.
k
White girls’ growth.
l
Difference between Black and white girls’ growth.
+
p < .10. *p < .05. **p < .01. ***p < .001
j
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